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ABSTRACT 



Today, under an array of market pressures and increased 
competition, institutional researchers, administrators, and faculty are being 
called on to work in more collaborative cross-institutional arrangements. 

This paper uses a case study method to describe the process of forming a 
Civic Engagement Cluster, a collaborative of 10 different institutions, and 
to illustrate and identify lessons for institutions involved in designing and 
developing multi-organizational collaboratives . Thirty interviews were 
conducted with leaders of initiatives at nine institutions and documents 
related to the Kellogg Forum on Higher Education Transformation (KFHET) 
initiative were reviewed. From the experiences of KFHET participants, a 
number of lessons can be drawn. It was apparent that the nature of academic 
work can keep institutions isolated and competing with each other rather than 
collaborating. Semantic problems are often roadblocks, and ambiguous 
collaborative and project goals can lead to confusion. Organizational 
structure can have a direct effect on the collaborative, and time demands 
from outside the Cluster can distract participants. In general, any attempt 
to change institutions can be considered difficult. It will involve a 
reconceptualization of current practice on the part of key institutional 
actors. Appendixes contain a KFHET time line, project descriptions, a 
description of the Civic Engagement Cluster structure, and cluster 
institution descriptions. (Contains 16 references.) (SLD) 
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The Civic Engagement Cluster: 

The Design and Creation of an Interorganizational 

Collaboration 



Abstract: 

Today, under an array of market pressures and increased competition, traditional colleges and 
universities are being forced to create innovative methods for organizational learning to improve 
both academic and non-academic functions. As one solution, institutional researchers, 
administrators, and faculty are being called to work in more collaborative, cross-institutional 
arrangements. Using case study method, this paper serves two ends. The first is to describe the 
process of forming of a Civic Engagement Cluster (a collaborative of ten different institutions). 
Based on this experience, the second aim is to illustrate and identify relevant learnings for 
institutions involved in designing and developing multi-organizational collaboratives. 
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Introduction 



tVi 

At the close of the 20 Century, the system of higher education in the United States faced 
uncertainty and significant challenges furnishing both opportunities and threats to the viability of 
the organizations within it (Clark, 1997; Drucker, 1994; Peterson & Dill, 1997). Still under an 
array of market pressures and increased competition, colleges and universities are being pushed 
to innovate methods to improve both academic and non-academic functions (Dill, 1999). 

Survival makes it imperative that colleges and universities learn from each other under the grim 
reality that failure to change in response to increasingly turbulent internal and external forces 
places the higher education industry at considerable risk (Clark, 2000; Dill, 1999). 

During the 1990s, the W.K. Kellogg Foundation (WKKF) launched two initiatives to 
meet these challenges bringing together a number of institutions engaged in changing operational 
structures with the explicit objective that they leam from each other. The first labeled the 
Kellogg Network for Institutional Transformation (KNIT), brought together five institutions 
engaged in transforming their home campuses in different ways for disparate reasons. To be 
more deliberate about extracting meaning from the KNIT initiative, a second project was grafted 
to KNIT. This learning integration group (LIG) was comprised of three research centers and a 
professional association. The LIG goal was to collaborate with KNIT and leam as much as 
possible about how institutions change and transform themselves. Eventually, LIG was 
combined with KNIT to form the Kellogg Forum on Higher Education Transformation 
(KFHET). 

One major KFHET project was the creation of another multi-institutional collaborative 
that leveraged the “civic learning” movement (see Ehrlich, 2000). It was titled the Civic 
Engagement Cluster (CEC). In brief, the CEC was collaborative arrangement among ten 
colleges and universities from across the United States. Each institution cultivated a program 
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The Civic Engagement Cluster Case Study - 6/5/2001 
designed to instill democratic values and mores on its campus through engaging their respective 

communities via various learning types of opportunities. Individual campus efforts varied from 
working with Habitat for Humanity, to campus wide community service days, to reconfiguration 
of entire curricula, and working to observe and survey the recent Mexican elections. In 
conjunction with WKKF and through the leadership efforts of the New England Center for 
Research in Higher Education (NERCHE), these institutions worked together over the course of 
a year to share ideas and resources, provide mutual support, develop initiatives and serve as a 
both catalysts and institutional leaders for the civic engagement movement. 

Like the WKKF’s CEC, numerous foundations and professional associations fund or 
support an array of national consortia or networks. However, assessing their worth and 
extracting lessons from such collaboratives is seldom done. This study examines how the CEC 
was designed and developed. This paper serves two purposes: 1) to describe the interplay 
between individual KFHET stakeholders during the formation of the Civic Engagement Cluster, 
and 2) to illustrate relevant learnings about how to design and develop effective multi- 
institutional collaboratives. 

Method 

While organizational research in higher education uses both quantitative and qualitative 
methods (Peterson & Spencer, 1990), the literature offers no survey instruments for analyzing 
organizational or interorganizational learning. Research on learning among individuals has a 
long history, but applying similar research approaches focusing on the emergence of a new 
organizational unit is challenging. Therefore, we employed a case study research strategy 
because we were examining critical problems of practice and working to extending the 
knowledge base into an area with little related literature (Merriam, 1988; Yin, 1993 & 1994). 
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The overlapping, interactive nature of the two WKKF initiatives necessitates inclusion of all 
KFHET participants in the sample. KFHET membership included administrators, scholars and 
staff from the following organizations: 

a) The Kellogg Network for Institutional Transformation (KNIT) consisted of five 
institutions including Alvemo College, Minnesota State Colleges and University System 
(MnSCU), Olivet College, Portland State University, and the University of Arizona. 

b) The Learning Integration Group (LIG) consisted of participants from the University of 
California- Los Angeles (HERI), the University of Massachusetts - Boston (NERCHE), 
the University of Michigan (CSHPE), and the American Council on Education (ACE). 

The KNIT and LIG distinctions were later dropped as KFHET began to operate as a 
collaboration that also included professional staff from WKKF’s Higher Education and 
Leadership Programs. 

Selected KFHET leaders were interviewed between January and June 2000. Also, at least 
one person from each CEC institution was interviewed at the first CEC meeting held in 
Snowbird, Utah in July 2000. A total of 30 interviews were conducted. For purposes of 
triangulation and thick description (Creswell, 1998), over 200 relevant documents ranging from 
original requests for proposals (RFPs), responses, position descriptions drafts, project working 
papers, and email correspondence were collected and analyzed. 

Project Origins 

Two contextual elements must be described before we illustrate the CEC development 
process. A discussion of the nature of funding practice by the WKKF is important because 
WKKF’s strategy changed during this period. Also, the flow of monies from the Foundation to 
institutions is oft cited as problematic for respondents. A general overview of the KFHET 
initiative is necessary because creation of the CEC is embedded within the context of the larger 
initiative. 
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Prior to KFHET, WKKF allocations were mainly transactional in nature. As one Kellogg 
officer put it, “it was over the transom funding.” In most cases, Kellogg reviews unsolicited 
proposals. At times the Foundation’s program officers uncover worthy funding ideas through 
discourse with grantees and encourage proposal submission. On rare occasions, WKKF issues 
national or international requests for proposals (RFPs). Regardless of how a proposal reaches 
the Foundation, if it is sound and in harmony with the WKKF values, the Foundation 
traditionally issues a check to the grantee. The grantee then administers the funds, conducts the 
project and reports progress. The proposal and subsequent grant guidelines serve as a contract 
between the two agencies. In some cases actual contracts are drawn. Beyond initial contact, 
ongoing progress reports and budget reviews, collaboration between the Foundation and the 
grantee was minimal. This type of transactional funding left considerable latitude to the grantee 
while operating the grant. 

The KFHET institutions were to be the last funded in this manner. A shift in thinking 
and funding philosophy evolved from a series of ongoing internal conversations at the Kellogg 
Foundation. Although there was no corresponding shift in internal policy and accounting 
procedures at that time, the Foundation began linking similar projects believing that doing so 
would increase the power of their impact. Foundation program officers felt that they could add 
value beyond the granting of monies. They believed they could offer invaluable experience and 
perspective garnered from other projects, reviewing numerous proposals, and reviewing a variety 
grants. During the KFHET launch, the program officers tested these notions and began acting, 
not in the customary, transactional role of grantor, but as a participant and full member of the 
project group. 
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Within WKKF, this shift was complex and involved elements that amounted to an 



internal as well as external transformation in funding practice. In essence, the Foundation was 
shifting to what they consider a collaborative funding paradigm. Correspondingly, during Phase 
One (1998 -1999) and the design of Phase Two (1999-2001) of the KFHET initiative, WKKF 
staff became active members of the collaboration. Funding patterns changed from delivery of 
monies at the outset of phase one to delivery upon receipt of project deliverables in phase two. 
Despite the intent, some grantees felt this shift was less than overt and more like a move toward 
funding which was contingent on delivery of products rather than a truly collaborative system. 

KNIT History 

In July 1995, the Foundation’s Board of Trustees approved a “Higher Education Strategic 
Plan” 1 centering on assisting institutions with change and transformation efforts (see Appendix 
A for detailed timeline). The following month, the Board approved a proposal support the 
legislated merger of the Minnesota State Colleges and Universities system (MnSCU) by funding 
a “leadership exchange program.” 2 Extending the new Strategic Plan, the Board approved a five- 
year plan to identify and support five liberal arts colleges and regional universities to serve as 
“21 st century institutional change prototypes.” These institutions were to be: 1) undergoing 
significant and fundamental change, 2) improving service to students and community in the 
transformation effort, 3) utilizing their own resources to support the effort, 4) committed to 
assessable, holistic institutional change, 5) able to maintain a feasible and broadly supported 
implementation plan, 6) willing to connect with and share their work with other peer institutions, 
and 7) either past or current recipients of Kellogg funds. This funding mission further stipulated 
that a second phase effort would anticipate “identifying and funding an additional 5-6 

1 Source: “An Appropriation Recommendation” presented to and approved by the WKKF Board of Trustees at the 
18 July 1995 meeting. 
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